We show that educational attainments at the end of the compulsory schooling stage are powerful predictors for post-compulsory educational choices in England. In particular, the single academic success indicator of achieving the Government's gold standard in GCSE, is able to predict virtually all the observed incidences of post-compulsory studies for academic qualifications. Notwithstanding, Two Stage Least Squares estimation which exploits variations in school starting age induced by school entry rules suggests that the least-squares effect of achieving the gold standard in GCSEs on studying for academic qualifications is due to ability bias or reverse causation.
Introduction
It is well established that the returns to academic qualifications are higher than those to vocational qualifications at the same nominal level in the UK (see e.g. Dearden et al. 2002 , McIntosh 2006 and Dickerson 2008 . We focus on the determinants of studying for any academic qualifications beyond compulsory education, using a unique dataset which is rich in both family background and attainment in education. We show that the single indicator of achieving the Government's gold standard in the General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) is able to predict virtually all the observed aggregate proportion of young people studying for academic qualifications.
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We also investigate the extent to which the impact of initial academic success on postcompulsory educational choices reflects a causal relationship. Two Stage Least Squares (2SLS) estimates which exploit variations in school starting age by month of birth induced by school entry rules suggest that the effect of achieving the gold standard in GCSEs on studying for academic qualifications is due to individual heterogeneity (ability bias) or simultaneity bias (reverse causation).
Data and set-up of the analysis
We use the Longitudinal Study of Young People in England (LSYPE), a panel study of young people who were studying in Year 9 in England in the school year 2003-2004.
We select UK-born young people who provide full interviews, together with their mothers who are aged 60 or below, across the first 4 waves of the LYSPE data. 2 This results in a final sample of 9,190 young people, of which 4,570 (49.7%) are boys for our analysis. analyses. The first thing to note is a significant gender gap in favour of girls in our outcome variable, with 61% of girls and 52% of boys studying for academic qualifications beyond compulsory education. 3 Similarly, there is a significant gender gap in educational attainment at around age 16 in favour of girls: 57% of girls achieve the critical benchmark of 5 or more 1 GCSE stands for General Certificate of Secondary Education. Students achieve the "gold standard" in GCSE if they achieve five or more A* to C passes, including English and Mathematics.
2 Young persons born before the 1 st September 1989 or after the 31 st August 1990 are excluded from the sample on the basis that they violate the school entry rule for the Wave 1 cohort. reach the same standard. Given the significant gender gap in the key variables, we estimate gender specific regressions.
Empirical results

Linear Probability Model (LPM) of the effect of achieving the gold standard
It is conventional wisdom that the single most important predictor for studying for academic qualifications beyond age 16 in England is represented by achievement of the gold standard in GCSEs (see e.g. Nuffield Foundation 2009).
The first two columns of Table 2 assess the importance of achieving the gold standard on the probability of studying for academic qualifications for boys and girls separately, controlling for family characteristics. 4 It is striking that the partial effect of achieving the gold standard is able to predict virtually all of the observed mean probability of studying for post-compulsory academic qualifications for boys and almost 80% of the probability for girls.
In terms of the total variation in the dependent variable, our parsimonious specification can explain 36% for boys and 32% for girls.
Causal effect
In columns 3 and 4, we present the corresponding Two Stage Least Squares (2SLS)
estimates. The causal effect of achieving the gold standard is identified through exogenous variation in the relative school starting age (SSA) by month of birth within the same school cohort group, induced by the school entry policy in England. Under a single-entry-point system, a child born on the 1 st September 1989 will be the oldest in this school cohort while another child born on the 31 st August 1990 will be the youngest. 
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the fact that different school entry rules are in operation in different LEAs. 6 However, what matters for identification purposes is whether month of birth is statistically correlated with the probability of achieving gold standard while having no direct impact on the postcompulsory educational choice. Our data clearly shows that a September-born is more likely than her August-born counterpart to pass the threshold. This implies that on average, the chance of reaching the gold standard for both boys and girls is increasing in the predicted SSA (using the single-entry-point rule).
By and large, the family background variables maintain their signs and statistical significances when we endogenise the gold standard indicator, although the sizes of the effects appear to be larger under the 2SLS specification.
In contrast, the 2SLS estimates for achieving the gold standard are 54% lower than their LPM counterparts for boys and 67% lower for girls respectively. Moreover, none of the 2SLS estimates are close to being statistically significant (p>0.35). This implies that the effect of achieving the gold standard on choosing the academic pathway is driven by individual heterogeneity (ability) or reverse causation.
Controlling for family background, a 10-month difference in SSA results in 7 and 11 percentage points difference in the probability of achieving the gold standard for boys and girls, respectively. Furthermore, the Cragg-Donald Wald F-statistics for the excluded restrictions are well above the recommended threshold of 10 in both models, meaning we do not have a weak-instrument problem. Indeed, the F-statistics are above the critical value for 15% and 10% relative bias for boys and for girls respectively, implying that our 2SLS
estimates have been successful in removing most of the bias in the LPM estimates. 
Conclusions
Using a unique dataset which is rich in both family background and attainment in education, we find the single academic success indicator of achieving the Government's gold standard in GCSE is able to predict virtually all the observed incidences of post-compulsory studies for academic qualifications.
6 Admittedly, children exposed to multi-entry-points systems will receive different length of education (up to 2 terms) at the end of the compulsory education stage. This idea has been exploited by Del Bono and GalindoRueda (2004) for the UK and Black et al. (2011) for Norway. 7 To check the validity of our findings under the presence of heteroskedasticity, we re-estimated the results in Table 2 with a robust VCE. The robust standard errors and associated diagnostic tests are qualitatively identical.
5
However, the corresponding 2SLS estimates which exploit variations in school starting age by months of birth induced by school entry rules are statistically insignificant, with p>0.35 for both gender. This implies that the effect of achieving the gold standard on pursuing the academic pathway is non-causal.
To the extent that post-compulsory educational choices reflect differences in pupils' ability, a substantial and persistent earnings gap between the academic and vocational qualifications at the same notional level would seem unavoidable, despite the government's effort to promote the parity of esteem of the two tracks. 
